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One of the biggest worries for
conservation biologists is the
problem of habitat
fragmentation. Usually as a
result of human activity, once
continuous tracts of habitat for
many species have become
disrupted or degraded. For
larger mammal species in
particular, which require large
amounts of territory, the
problem is particularly acute.
Conservationists often believe
that under such circumstances
the best they can do is preserve
fragments that contain sufficient
food to sustain the local
population.
But a new report in the
Proceedings of the Royal
Society series B (published
online) on a naturally isolated
population of lions paints a
gloomier picture. Inbreeding
and disease appear to have
taken a major toll, reducing the
population to well below the
level that analysis of food
resources suggest might be
sustainable.
Bernard Kissui and Craig
Packer of the University of
Minnesota have been studying
records of research on lions in
the Ngorongoro crater in
Tanzania. The crater provides a
natural barrier to the easy
dispersal of animals to and from
the surrounding populations.
The crater floor comprises
250 square kilometres and the
walls rise to a height of
600 metres. The researchers
had the benefit of research on
the crater’s lions stretching
back 40 years. From detailed
analysis of food availability and
maximum numbers of lions
censused in the crater over this
period, they conclude that the
present population of around 60
animals over the past decade is
only around half that
sustainable by food resources
and reached occasionally in the
early years of the study.
They describe how the lions
have suffered population
crashes on several occasions as
a result of diseases and
environmental conditions and
believe the present population
is increasingly vulnerable as a
result of its isolation and
inbreeding. The situation is
further worsened by the
adjacent human population
which is increasing. The
researchers believe the
transmission of viral diseases
from their domestic dogs to the
lions may pose a growing threat.
The lesson is that a small
population of large mammals, in
a habitat with what appears to
be abundant food, may still face
serious threats to its future and
that conservation measures may
be even more challenging than
researchers are currently aware
of.
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Lord of the ring: New research suggests that lions in the Ngorongoro crater in Tanzania, isolated from neighbouring populations,
are suffering increasingly from inbreeding and disease in spite of an abundance of food prey available setting alarm bells ringing
for scientists working to maintain fragmented populations of animals. (Picture: Photolibrary.com.)
